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I’m grateful today for the gift on new pew cushions for the sanctuary, and I know you join me in thanking our Monday morning sewing circle for this generous gift.  But---I’ve got some concerns that we may get a little too comfortable with these new cushions beneath us.  I fear that that you may get so comfortable now that you could drift into sermon drowsiness.  (It happens!)  
 
Part of my job up here, from my faith and conscience and call, is to make sure that the pews don’t remain too comfortable.  The Spirit has therefore prompted me to speak today about politics and religion.  I hope the subject – and the Spirit--will keep you alert, even with the gift of increased comfort beneath you.
 
The focus for the message today arises from Jeremiah 29:7:  “Seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you…and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare.”
 
We could substitute other words in this text: “Seek the welfare of the country in which I have sent you…for in its welfare you will find your welfare.”  Or…seek the welfare of the global family…for in its welfare you will find your welfare.  
 
In other words, our welfare as the people of God has connections with our welfare as a nation and world.  We know that we are both citizens of God’s Kingdom, and we are citizens of the U.S.A.  But we must never get those two loyalties confused.  As the Scripture says, “We must obey God rather than any human authority.” (Acts 5:29)  Our primary allegiance is to God and God’s Kingdom (Kin-dom).
 
 
We are well aware the national election is only three weeks away.  I am also very aware that ministers are expected to be non-partisan in our official pronouncements.   I’m also convinced, as many others have said, that this is the most important election of my lifetime. 
 
 We all go to the polls to vote the convictions and principles we hold.  For people of faith our convictions and principles are based on the priority of our faith in God and not some other lesser loyalty.  
 
It is my intention to follow the rules and not endorse a particular candidate for President, through some of you probably can surmise what my choice will be on November 2.  The priority for all our political choices is our faith. We Baptists believe in the separation of church and state; but that doesn’t mean a separation of faith from politics.  We all need to be involved in the political process.  
 
Sometimes we may have wondered if God is a Republican or a Democrat.  One of my Presbyterian pastor friends says that the Presbyterian Church has been described, tongue-in-cheek, as the Republican Party at prayer.  But here I’m in agreement with the Sojourners’ Magazine editors who recently placed a full-page ad in the New York Times that reads:  “God is Not a Republican.  Or a Democrat.”  There were 40,000 people who signed the ad with a petition saying that leaders of the Religious Right have mistakenly claimed that God has taken a side in this election, and that Christians should vote only for George W. Bush. 
 
I do not believe that God has endorsed a particular candidate.  There are thoughtful Christians on both sides of the aisle.  When we know that our nation is terribly divided over this election, what would be some helpful guidelines from the faith community?
 
I believe that the most helpful thing that congregations can do is to make sure that our political choices are based on the principles of our faith.
 
This congregation is made up largely of leaders.  Many of us have served as leaders in our profession, in civic groups, and in our church. Some of us have served on boards of directors of non-profit organizations when we have gone through a search process for a new leader.  Some have served on search committees for ministers in congregations.  If so, you know that in the beginning process for selecting a leader, there is the custom of drawing up a list of criteria--- principles, that are guidelines for evaluating any candidate.
 
Based on Scripture and our faith convictions, what criteria do we use to evaluate candidates for whom we will vote on November 2? This morning I want to offer principles outlined by the National Council of Churches, in which we participate through our long-time membership in American Baptist Churches USA.  The Council of Churches has called this list “Christian Principles in an Election Year.”  There are ten of them; and I will move through them briskly, since I know that the new pew cushion can get mighty comfortable.
 
Principle No. 1:  War is contrary to the will of God.  While the use of violent force may, at times, be necessary as a last resort, Jesus clearly pronounced his blessing on the peacemakers.  “Blessed are the peacemakers.”  All the major denominations in this country have followed Jesus’ blessing and gone on record opposing the current tragic war in Iraq (the Southern Baptists being the major exception).  Given this principle of war being contrary to God’s will, Christians will look for political leaders who will make peace with justice a top priority and will actively seek nonviolent solutions to conflict.
 
No. 2:  God calls us to live in communities shaped by peace and cooperation.  We therefore reject policies that abandon large segments of our inner city and rural populations.  We look for political leaders who will re-build our distressed communities and bring an end to the cycles of violence and killing.
 
No. 3:  God created us for each other.  That means that our security depends on the well-being of our global neighbors.  “In their welfare is our welfare.” (Jeremiahs 29:7)  We therefore look for political leaders who will work for a foreign policy based on cooperation and global justice.
 
No. 4:  God calls us to be advocates for those who are most vulnerable in our society.  Matthew 25 states that we will be judged finally not by our pious attitudes or for being nice people.  We will be judged by how we treat “the least of these,” the poor.  There are 35 million Americans living in poverty.  We therefore look for political leaders who have a vision for economic justice, who will seek to reduce the growing disparity between the rich and poor.  That disparity is shameful and sinful.  The question we need to ask forthrightly each candidate is:  “What will you do specifically to end poverty in this country?”
 
No. 5:  Each human being is created in the image of God and is of infinite worth.  We look for political leaders who actively promote racial justice and equal opportunity for everyone.
 
No. 6:  The earth belongs to God and is intrinsically good.  We look therefore for political leaders who recognize the earth’s goodness, champion environmental justice, and uphold our responsibility to be stewards of God’s creation.
 
No. 7:  Christians have a biblical mandate to welcome strangers.  We look for political leaders who will pursue fair immigration policies and speak out against xenophophia, which is “fear of the stranger.”  People of faith are called to form a welcoming, inclusive community where discrimination has no place.
 
No. 8:  Those who follow Christ are called to heal the sick.  We look for political leaders who will support adequate, affordable and accessible health care for all citizens.
 
No. 9:  Because of the transforming power of God’s grace, all humans are called to be in right relationship with each other.  That means that we will look for political leaders who seek a restorative, not retributive, approach to the criminal justice system and the individuals within it.   
 
No. 10:  Providing enriched learning environments for all of God’s children is a moral imperative.  We therefore look for political leaders who will advocate for equal educational opportunity and abundant funding for children’s services.
 
All of these principles are important:  the priority of peace over war; the call to re-build distressed communities; to seek the well-being of our global neighbors; to be advocates for the poor; to treat all citizens with equality and justice; to be good stewards of the earth; to welcome strangers; to provide health care for all; to seek a restorative, not punitive criminal justice system; and to provide education and adequate services for all children.
 
I have given you the principles adopted by the National Council of Churches.  From our text for this morning and my own faith convictions, I want to lift up what for me is a central question that weaves through all the principles:  What effect do our government policies have on the poor?  What effect does the Iraq war have on the poor?  
 
The first sentence in Jesus’ inaugural address was to announce “good news to the poor.”  Gordon Cosby has said, “A primary way we can know whether we have let God in is to see whether we are in solidarity with the poor.”  Which of the political candidates shows the highest willingness to stand in solidarity with the poor?
 
At a time when massive amounts of money are spent on defense, a time when many have lost jobs, how can we make our vote count to bring “good news to the poor” that Jesus preached in the first sentence of his sermon.
 




©2006, Watts Street Baptist Church

